resonating with masses of women who had started to feel the trickle-down effects of feminism in their own lives. The timing of the novel's publication could hardly have been better. As Steinem noted in the wake of French's death, The Women's Room was about the lives of women who were supposed to live the lives of their husbands, supposed to marry an identity other than themselves, to live secondary lives. It expressed the experience of a huge number of women and let them know that they were not alone and crazy. (Owen 2009, 30) After English novelist Fay Weldon read the manuscript of The Women's Room she gave it to a friend who had been complaining about her miserable marriage: 'She told me it changed her life, so I put the quote ''This book changes lives'' on the cover' (Weldon 2006, 65) . Since its publication, the novel has routinely appeared on lists of 'life-changing' books, particularly those compiled by female readers who were young mothers when it was first released. In 2005, ABC movie critic and film producer Margaret Pomeranz recalled reading the book 'in the '70s when I was a mother, inundated with domesticity and floundering . . . It was such a relief to read The Women's Room, to feel that a lot of the internal frustrations I felt in my role as a mother were actually shared by others' (Pomeranz 2005, 79) . In 2004, The Women's Room was voted no.4 on the list of 'watershed' books by a poll of listeners of BBC Radio's Woman's Hour, behind Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice, To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee and Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre. Yet because the book's influence has been so marked amongst an overwhelmingly female readership of a certain age, some have suggested (perhaps no one more often than French herself) that the author's significance as a literary figure has been understated or ignored. In the wake of her death, Rosemary Sorenson, literary critic with The Australian, noted that despite 'being an author of a book that sold 20 million copies and changed lives, French appears to count less than [J.G.] Ballard [who died in April 2009]' (Sorenson 2009, 11) . In the introduction to Virago's 30th anniversary edition of The Women's Room (2007), French speculated that the reason books such as hers, and Christina Stead's The Man Who Loved Children and Doris Lessing's The Golden Notebook have been 'so savaged by male critics' is because 'they treat women's work seriously [or] to put it another way: under no circumstances may the actual daily occupation of half of the world's population be taken seriously' (French 2007, xiii) . Unlike Stead and Lessing, however, French's fiction did not eventually enjoy critical recognition, though her next novel The Bleeding Heart (1980), about a divorced professor trying to balance work with a fulfilling sex life, was a best-seller.
French's reputation as a life-changing novelist was matched by her reputation as an alleged man-hater. Very few of the men in The Women's Room are drawn sympathetically, and a line from the book from one of the female characters, Val the radical feminist*'All men are rapists, and that's all they are' (French 2007, 476 )*would come to stand as one of the most enduring caricatures of 1970s feminism. In a 2007 interview, French recalled that during book tours 'every single interviewer was insulting and nasty to me, accusing me of hating men. I am a heterosexual woman*though many people doubt that*and the book proved to be a great sacrifice to me' (Wheatley 2007, 1) . French argued that her targets were not individual men per se, but rather the assumption that 'men are superior to women' and patriarchy itself. The historical origins and enduring evidence of women's oppression would be a theme she vigorously pursued in her non-fiction, namely in The War Against Women (1992), in which she catalogued past and present global sexism to make the case that since the onset of 'civilisation', women's lives have run 'downhill ever since', and her four-volume From Eve to Dawn: A History of Women in the World (2009), originally published as three volumes in 2002.
Initially over 10,000 pages long, From Eve to Dawn took her over 15 years to write and research, during which time French, a long-term heavy smoker, was diagnosed with oesophageal cancer and given a grim prognosis. This gruelling experience inspired one of her most personal and critically lauded publications, A Season in Hell: A Memoir (1998). Eventually, with the assistance of her friend Margaret Atwood, and after 10 years of trying, French found a Canadian publisher for her history. 'Patriarchy', wrote French in the introduction to the first volume, 'was the result of revolution, the world's first [and] it appears their main objective was to obtain more power over women' (French 2008, 10) . Novelist Hilary Mantel, reviewing the whole series in the New York Times in April 2009, despaired that 'to live within these books is to walk through a vast graveyard where the dead are not buried yet*atrocity and injustice flow from master to slave, colonialist to colonized, regardless of gender. There is no subtlety here, no irony, and little forgiveness' (Mantel 2009 ). Yet, as Mantel and other critics also noted, French's history concluded on an optimistic note with her documentation of the growth of feminism internationally.
French's feminism was uncompromising, enduring and vigilant. In 2007, on the 30th anniversary of the publication of her most famous book, she wrote: 'When I was asked, in 1977, what I would wish for The Women's Room, I said I wished for a world in which no one would comprehend it because women and men have found a way to live together in felicity' (French 2007, xv ). Yet, she continued, if women's lives have got easier in some ways, 'the world's ethos has moved in the opposite direction, towards more hostility between the sexes. So severe is the situation that I can imagine a time when novels such as this one will not be published' (French 2007, xvi) . Until the end, said Steinem, French 'had higher standards and higher hopes' (Sulzberger and Mitgang 2009 ).
Marilyn French is survived by her son Robert, and her daughter Jamie.
